Spinal cord hyperexcitability and its role in pain and hyperalgesia.
Sensitization of spinal cord nociceptive neurons is commonly interpreted as the cause for the hypersensitivity that characterizes chronic pain states in humans. However, in spite of much basic research in this area it has not been possible to demonstrate a direct link between the hyperexcitability of spinal cord neurons observed experimentally and the underlying mechanism of a chronic pain state. The word sensitization is also used in the literature with various and different meanings from the qualification of a cellular process of enhanced excitability at synaptic level to the characteristics of a chronic pain syndrome. In this article the various meanings of sensitization are described and the relevance of the hyperexcitability of spinal cord neurons to the generation of clinically relevant pain states is discussed. A proposal is made to restrict the use of the word sensitization to the cellular process of enhanced excitability observed experimentally after repetitive stimulation of nociceptive afferents. Caution is also recommended when associating neuronal sensitization in the spinal cord with the mechanisms of chronic pain conditions.